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Abstract: The Upper Santa Cruz River riparian corridor is integral to the ecology, culture, and economy 
of Santa Cruz County, Arizona. It recharges the aquifers upon which a community of 30,000 residents 
relies, it mitigates floods and erosion, it provides habitat for migrating and resident wildlife, and it 
supports local farming and ranching. A dramatic change is taking place in this corridor. Since 
approximately March of 2005, a significant fraction of the riparian trees and upland mesquite bosques 
along a 10-mile stretch of river have been dying for unknown reasons. Numerous factors, including 
climatic impacts, degraded water quality, and disease, have been proposed as elements that may be 
contributing to the demise of the riparian corridor's trees. Given the significant importance of the 
riparian area and associated groundwater tables to the current and future health of this region, it is 
imperative to investigate the cause of the die-off in order to prevent mortality spread into nearby regions 
and to restore the corridor to a functioning and stable state. In a larger sense, the die-off is an indication 
that the balance of the ecosystem has recently shifted, and the future direction of water management will 
need to incorporate this shift into decision-making processes. As a preliminary step in this direction, this 
project will integrate geospatial and temporal analysis of historical photography and satellite imagery, 
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basic water quality analysis and tree pathology testing to understand the context and potential causal 
factors which may provide insight into this sudden mortality.
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